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In 1926, ,’Karen Horney publlshed a paper in, wh:.ch she demon—f ‘

ey /, I | . i R .
(i/ strated that/ﬂreud's theory oﬁ female development was | grounded ‘w] PR

. : o
/,-

1 /!
i4f;’1n the naiveé conmon sen&g assumptlons whlch 11ttle hoys make about

. . i ‘
the world,/kather than belng grounded in ob]ectlve Sclentlflc reallty«
/ . !

(hotnex 67).‘ Ih lléht of . contemporary approaches to the sc1ent1f1c

‘l) coe !
-

d:ng of gender,there are two comments we can make ahouc

1 o

' crlthue. The flrst 1s that there is enough emplrlcal s
' ‘ P

,‘ LY

berng female.or male real meansl For the past several yearu

i . v
: . / .
Suz?nne Kessler and/}/ﬁavé been developlng a theoretlcal framework
for v1ew1ng gendef'whlch challenges the p0551b111ty of ever acﬂrev1ng .o

such a solutlon. (Ke%sler and McKenna, 1978)¢ , Our‘pOSition‘can

e

‘ "be summarized'as follows: Sc1ent1f1c knowledge does not ;nrorm the -7

‘anewer‘tq,theithstiong Whatf makes a pers on‘elther a female‘or a
'maleydé wompn.or almen? ‘Réther,usoientific knowledgevjustif}cs,
;apbeargcto.giue groundé for,véndhreflexively demonetretes.the Q"/’.L
aiready'ex15t1ngrknowledgé that‘a person is elther fewelc or male: | /~‘
| Blolo§1ca1, psychological and socrologlcal dlfferences do no; lead -

: . _— -

to" two non-overlapplng categories of people. Rather; )yr:mﬁgally R

D -

shared, common sense, nethodlcal construction of wor%d of’ _\OJand “

1"
+

_only two géndq#$ leads to the dlscovery of blologlcal,xpsychuloglcal
. )_"' -c 9. , i * . . R ' "_l,:/\ . ‘;?'

Loy



BETE \ N ‘ ‘," o
. N ‘ ‘_;}3. “ Y. . w ) .
"W- ﬁ%ﬁ- _,‘ GiVing all of our, grounds for mhking this.stat \ . -
. ""_".. , o “Q‘ s -
%ygl developing all- of its 1mp11ca€ions is, beyond the tlme 1 have
AR i
‘ ;* . »;‘today. The statement ig grouqdcd,in tthnomethodology.ic f.,Garfinkel

e R ¢
< f‘\l& . \
" - 1967 -Mehan and ond, 1975) ‘an’ approach to understanding sc1ent1fit

- o e I
N - .

and everyday act1v1ty with which too few psychologists are iamiliar.

Ethnomethodolo Sy assqrtsnthat.ail pf as hold certain beliefs or
k»yincOErigiblé prdgbsitionsiabout’the nawure of reality. = Theze

L
[

*F;A“\ E"&ingqrfigible‘pibpbsitions reflexively inform the meaning of cvents

) 4fﬂin'the wbrld'and,fat‘the same time, are "pfoved" by tHese events.
q ‘, .
1Y

.

Alldexperience is taken as proof of the truth of 1ncorrigib1e prop-

. \OSitiohs. For. example, one incorrigible propositibn in arithmetic
P 19 that 2 + 2 =4, If 1 add 2+ 2 and get 5'the_incorrigih1e prop-

1

. Qsitionvinforms me that my answer is wrong, and, at the same time, '
\ - ‘e '

: { my Seeing that the answer is Wwrong reflexively ‘"proves" thé -txu

of 2+ 2 =4 T o ' -

7

AN

. 3
PR

I
i . ,h-The most basic rncorrigible prop051tion that mogt//} us hold

[

both as.5t1entists and: as everyday actors, 1s that ob]ects in the

\..»

“.world have an ex1stence independent of us, and an identity which
_remains eonstant This incorrigible prop051jion holds true for

. . oo

gender'also. There are two genders, each 1ndiv1dua1 is a mere

. example.of one of them, and the task of the sc1entist is to descriLe,

. »

o ‘as completely as’ possible, the constant tharacteristics which

‘
e !

o _" define male and female. ' Other«ways of seeing the world are seen

. as "ineorrect“, "primitive”, "biased“,.and so on.” Ethnome thodology
kN - ‘ ! . ! - - * ~
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asserts,however, that all realities are created in the same way --

- - Y . -
! v . F * !
'

« . through methodical lorderly, systematic;‘andfthus recdverable)’inter-'. T

. :
. ¢ e -
‘ e

,actnonal work wh1ch creat!s and:sustalns whatever reallty one'is

! |
<« 3 i 0

. llvlng, be it everyday 11fe, sc1ence, or the rea11ty of ethnomethod“

-

. . .
ology.’ X ‘ .. oL ; R
.

Ethnomethodology comes to this concluslon by treatlng the o

. .
. :

constancy and 1ndependent reallty of soc1al categorles llke gender

’ ..

. as bellefs and - then temporarlly suspendlng belief in these 1ncorr1g1ble

3

e

1)
a

proposrtlons.” What remalns then are only partybular concrete social

"

ot
. interactions: From this perspective, we can_then'assert that s¢mehow,
5 v ‘)‘ .

. & »”
' -

in ‘each situation,‘a sense of objective" facts  which transcend the e ﬁ

- . %,
i "-s1tuation is pﬁoduced and we can ask about the method1cal ways that

) LY

-

members of the group do thls.' - LT ' o

. ) .
. v
<
B - . S
~
1

KR Asklng what 1t means _to be female or male, a woman or a'man,
L. - , .9 w ~ RER i . ; »
D, ¥ another way of asklng how, in everyday llfe,gender 1s attrlbuteo,

v

that 1s, how eve%y person is" placed into one of two mutua;ly excluslve-
«
v U] . .

.
. ae

Xy categorles - male or female. Even anamblles like hermaphrodltcs are. :
2 b '”'.” . ¢ 5- - '- -

S treated as eltherumales or females wno may have some of the charact-

. 8
.

/ . '
" °erist1cs of the other gender. ’Howeveg gender attribution occurs,

: Ll . ‘
o W
; the gender %ttrlbutroﬁ'process in everyday life forms the basis for
. - ’u Kl ’ / .
- .all scientifje work~on gender. Before a researcher can ask any ,
’ ’ '." e v
B , quqstlon about the behdyior, biology, etc. of women and/or men, the:
s '74 i
Y ' ,"-researcher mus//already know what ‘women and men are and how to, tell '
o . _OD . "
;. ( . i .
L, .them apart 2. . @ i
O :/ B A K .
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" 1n our/dulture, biological criteria are seen as the most basmc

v
13
Vo

- “a .
and pﬁimary defining features of, gender. ;yis primacy is another

.

- incorrigible'proposition-ahigt gender.~ Any "signs" of fender in T e
. ' " . P
ST e - everyday life only receive eir meaning through their connection

to more basic assumptions about what. female and male is in the first

. - . ) , . J
{ place.. Biologists criteria for defining gender, like chromosomes

N "and hormones, areavery different from those used in everyday life.
. . , o : . T ‘ B &

‘- - HoweGer, biological criteria too are grounded in the everyday
. . . .

[ [}

gender attribution procees; An interesting analogy, regarding

i
E)

. . 1~
° o

another dichotomy, is prov1ded by a demonstration performed by a \\ )
. physician who'hooked_a blch of;jello to an EEG machine in a hospital

. ward (ﬁensberger, 1976). ' The readings} he said, could have been
interpreted‘as showing signs of life. " The demonstratior is not
t . . ) B

interpreted as proving that jelio is alive. ‘Rather, througr belief..

about what%objects a life attribution ¢an be made to, the results
e ] ! N . ! ‘ .
are seen asqdemonstrating that EEG's may not be the best criteria

for deciding whether someone is alive or not. When biolo?ists

discover that some biological criterion does not &ays differe tiate

males and females (the presénce of estrogen, let's §ay, to ta
. ‘ ‘ )

. . ’ .o i . \_,’
are labeled "male"), 'the processs sfen through the ethnomethodological  #

3
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approach,ffsdthe reverge. Concepts of gender in everyday 1lfe Iead

A

to the 'dlscovery" of "d1fferent.1.at1.ng facts". ~ The person who 15 ,

Y

_'1nterested in sex dlfferences in the brain does not ask for XX and

XY bralns to study. - She/he gets men and women as sub]ects by attrlb-

P

v

uting gendér to them in the same way as everyone else," and tben,

~ after they are classified into these two groups, dlfferences are !

loocked for, ' . - P

’ . If we socially define a person's gender as that which' is
“// attributed to them, then'mostxbiological criteria are irrelevant.
. ‘ - o
There is no blol’glcal criterion wh1ch is necessary or suff1c1ent

for be1ng a woman or a man in everyday lmfe. Biological criteria® a‘

are abstractlons, not members' methods.: -all numan beings, reéard— "

less of how much they know about biology,_atéfibute gendern
. The role that biology plays in gender attribution is to - w:
o provide'"signeﬁ, signs which'éerve as good reasons for ;E§ attrio-i
) . .

utions. By saylng "I knqw he lS a ‘man because he has. a penis' we ’

.
.

~are demonstratlng that we know what a man "really" is. If a child

‘e
Y

~ says "I know hells a man becapse he has short hair” or a Plains

indian'said "I know\he is a man because hesgoes to war", we db not

) know anythlng about . how they made these classlflcatlons. We only

' f.« ’

know, as with "penls", ‘what the social construction.of géndef is

grounded,ln for them. In our culture, blologlcal facts glvu ground<

for, and support the. fact1c1ty of two genders. --At the same time,

. Y

blology itself 1s grounded 1n, and gets 1ts support from, the basic

ERIC
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u.“
assumption that there are two, and only two, genders. ) ;
; e . - . N
. ' : ) LA v '

° . | . [3

o e . -
“M_',g»"“‘r . B . )
L hﬁve, until this point, been concentrating on two of the:

» .
» -

L beliefs about genQer held in the naturhl attitude and how these

~ -.help determine scientific findings, Thé first is pﬁatwthere are
g . .

only two genders and each person must belcategorized. The second

I

is that gender is‘grounded in biglogy. There is a third which I

\
-

want to discuss briefly. That is the incorrigible proposition that

gender, is invariant. A person's gender never changes. Th§7 .

€ .
‘(K‘ . '
ex37£5nce of transexuals seems to refute this  incorrigible »rop-

>

. -

_osition. 1Indeed, much of beople's refusal'tq éccept transexualism
stems from thegbeTlief in gender invariance. However, the medical

profession, and transéfﬁe&g\themselves, by inventing and developing
’ ’ . "‘.

the concept of .gender identity and its fixedness sometime between K

[ H ! AR

'thg'age of 18 monthé-and 4 years, have ‘insured that a persOnfs“

»

gender never chanées. The transekual‘s body might change but her .

or his gender identity has always'been sféble.' »

Earlier, I mentioned that biqQlggical criteria_for'défining
Qlogic ,

e . o

female and male are abstractions, not members' everyday methods.
. ' . . » .
v For example,’ although reproductive functioning is critical to bio-

logical éonCepts of gender, when.we make a gender attribution we

know nbthiﬁg about a persgn's gonads. We assume, if we attribute

female, that the person has ovariés,\but'if we [learn that she does .

i Ve N

" not, this does not change.our gender attributipn. I want to conclude, .

:

O
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however, by describing the one!everyday situation where an abstract
. ’

'blologlcal criterion has become the crlterlon used by non-sc1ent—
' * \ '

 ists, because this 51tuatlon underscores the reflex1ve relationship
betWeen our i;coifigible propositions about gender and the use and .

development of biological “facts". 1In athletic competitions, ") //

P

particularly international games, the criteria for gender attribution

> . '

¢ -
are the biologists' -- an individual with a Y’ chromosome may not

play in the women's games. Reviewing the history' of gender attrib-
ution in sports illumihates how gender dichotomies are constructed’ >
and how important it is in modern society that the dichotomy not be

challenged and that it be supported by scientific facts.

o

Since-the inception of the modern Olympics,. there has been
. < N . N

. : N . -
little ‘concern with discovering whether male participants are ”real"

males. The rgason given is that "there is 11tt1e or no advqptage

(for women to compete as men)“' (Hanley, Note 1), since the buperlor

st ngth of men makes them generally better than women in many ath-
.

-~

. letik actgvities. In fact, there are no recorded cases of male" \g:

’

competitors who were later "unmasked" as havimpg been women.

The presumed superior stfength and ability of men Wwould, however,

give/ them an unfair advantage over women, were they to compcte in
"women's games. It is not important if this assertion. is supported
. o 2 coe
by actual gender differences, nor, if it is, whether the reasons

5 . L. - . . L) ,"\‘.
for the differences in athletic ability are biological or environ-

: ' _ /
;;Si o, -
. h 4 \

~9 )

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



A o . B . . . .
. . ECR

“mental leen ‘the acceptance of differences as a "fact", once

' v ¢ . e - r".
_women began to compete in the modern Olympics and other inter-’
<

5 . u)‘
. '

national compet:.tlons, the question of maklngU.f‘x;'orrect" gender

.

. : » . ; “’w‘“
attrlbutlons was raised, espec1a11y after it bBecame known that

some "female" athletes had turned out to bs ﬂﬁh
. A

~ vy

How, then, could the governlng committees of the competitions

insure that'the;women were really women;&3C1ear1y, given past

.
Y

experience, everyday gender attribution'processes were not enough,

It would be tog easy fofna competitor to "pass". Thus, prior to

1968 each country was requlred ‘to prov1de cert1f1cat10n of the

genulneness of their female athletes genders. Charges were made,

| . .
though, that somevof these*certificates were fraudulent, and that
el . N L - .

me competlng countrles wer% noT being truthful, or objective, in

their certlflcatlon pfbcedures. i

The result was‘that beglnnlng in: 1968, a phy51cal examlnatlon

was requ1red of each'female athlete," whlch Was carrled out be an

s Y / . e
1nternatlona1 unblased medlcal team at the sxte of the competltlon.

Although some "women" w1thdrew from competition before the exam- '

- -

'1natlon, this "test", too, was evenbually.challenged. It was

alleged that physical characteristics were, not eqough evidenge aon
' o ° .‘ . ) N
"which to make an absolutely certain attribution. It may have been

k)

felt that the availability of surgical and hormonal procedures to
make a "male" body look like a "female" one, invalidated a physical

examination. . - . . v

. .
0 v N ~ .
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At this point, the emphasis seems to have turned from insur-
. ing that there wad no unfair.competition to finding an unfailingly
dichotomous ‘definition of "female". The most clearly "dichotomous

criterion forlattributing gender is the biologists' criterion of

. '

gender chromosomes. Therefore, in 1972, the "sex chromosome" test
. N Y

for determining if an athlete is "really" a woman was instgtuted.

The linipg of the cheek is scraped, and thet cells aré'stained

.

and examined for Barr bodies. 1If there are less than 10% Barr

~

bodies, then karyotyping is done to determineé the exact gender

‘ TS TN
chromosome makeup. * The criterion is dichotomous-- any Y chromosomes:
and the person is declared not female and ineligible to compet

in the women's games. (The person is not declared to be ‘a mal

What would happen if an individual, after "failing" the test,

insisted on entering the men's competition, even if she had breasts
A g . . >

and a-vagina?). » , ‘ ? ' o

As more is discovered agout_geneticé, and ney techni’ques are -

-

\ developed for examining the structure of chromosomes, it is likeiy
™ . \ : *

that chromosomes will'be "discovered" to be less dichotomous than

‘ ) “ -7
they are now thaught to be (Stoller, 1974). BAas a result, "more
®exact" critgria wiliNbef"discovered" for attributing chromosomal "

v

- gender. The 'ultimate" criteria for determing gender “will continue .
. : : . T - > R N
to change as the scientists ¥ facts change. Nevertheless, it is:
doubtful that the incorrigible proposition that there are two

genders will change, and this,'in itself, will help determine ¥%hat .

. '. e

}

-
T

O
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thg\\ﬁfctgﬂ, for scientists'as well as ethletes, will be.

As long as the categorles "female" and "male"'present

)

themselves to people in everyday life as external objective, g

dichotomous physrcal,facts, there will be scientific and common-

-l

. a
sense sedrches for differences and differences wilY be found.

v

.where\there‘are dichotomies.it is difficult to-avoid evaluating
. . ° s

ohe category in relation to the other. Unlessjand until gender, !

\
.

in all of its manifestations, including "the physical, 'ii*§gen as *

1

a social conétruction, action which will rad{cally change our

incorrigible propositions cahnot occur. ' : .
- . v

No member, including myself, is exempt -from the social con-

- [N

struction of gender and the gender attrlbutlon process. In some

i
rea11t1es, men and women are the way they are because that is the

-

way the gods made- them. In western sc1ence‘and_everyday life,

they are the way they are because of bio&ogy. From our éerspec-
po -
. tive they are the way they are because of the social constructlon

of gender, None of these rea11t1es is closer to the absolute <<P
~ 7 ‘ '

truth than dny other. Wwhat is different amongvdlfferent weys of *

seeing the world are the possibllltles stemmlng\from ba51c assump¥
tlons about qhe way thexworld is. What must be . taken for glanted kv/
.and what need not be, changes, depending on the incorrigible prop-
ositions.one holds. The.quest1ons bne asks, and_how they should

.he answered also differ. It has become clear to us that within

. the paradigm of contemporary scientific epproaches to gendlr we

cannot know all that eventually can be uncovered ebout what it

g.

 means to be a woman ij/j/f9n.
. - ‘ .
! [ v €g : A
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